INTRODUCTION
One of the goals of higher education is to prepare students for participation in civic life (Iverson & James, 2010) . Many students from mono-cultural backgrounds have very little experience of co-constructing knowledge with peers from 'other' cultural and linguistic backgrounds. For pre-service teachers (PSTs) a lack of multicultural exposure and understanding of multicultural communication is a major shortcoming, as it is almost certain that they will have to teach multicultural classes and work together with teachers from different cultural and linguistic backgrounds.
In this article I analyse the potential that critical multicultural literacy holds for pre-service teachers, enabling them to become critically reflective and socially conscious as future educators in a multicultural and diverse society. More than merely exposing them to a module of multicultural education, I wanted to stimulate and encourage them to become more critical, imaginative and argumentative as pre-service teachers, and to nurture more caring and sharing amongst them (ubuntu), and to develop and enhance their sense of inclusivity. By inclusivity I mean a multicultural awareness of and sensitivity to diversity. For instance, I would like the PSTs to learn to think of all learners irrespective of their cultural backgrounds as inclusive of the current South African education landscape.
Although we know that teaching must involve deep caring for learners (including their families and communities), we also know that the life experiences of many PSTs themselves have not adequately prepared them for the immense challenges inherent in living in a multicultural and diverse society. The majority of the PSTs are white middle-class Christian students with a minority of black students, some coming from poor and non-Christian backgrounds. Given the increasingly diverse cultural communities emerging in South Africa, enhancing knowledge of other cultures and practices will better prepare teachers to serve the needs of all students. Theoretically speaking, one's culture is one's overall way of life informed by beliefs and customs. I borrow McLaren's (1988) understanding of culture, when he says that culture signifies the particular ways in which a social group lives out and makes sense of its given circumstances and conditions of life.
In our multicultural classrooms there are children who don't have the basic necessities of life such as food and shelter; they come from unstable homes, or adhere to practices that are not 'mainstream' in terms of, say, religious practices and political persuasions, in addition there are immigrants as well as children from low socioeconomic backgrounds, irrespective of socalled race, living with the threat of diseases and illnesses, children with disabilities and children who bully, to give just a few examples.
In this context teaching pre-service teachers (PSTs) the literacy skills of reading, writing and understanding texts involves teaching them much more than merely meeting the basic needs of the learners mentioned above. It involves planning and teaching and learning a sociocultural perspective on the curriculum that involves both critical literacy and multicultural literacy.
Critical multicultural literacy instruction that challenges discrimination and intolerance, as embodied in language practices specifically, becomes increasingly crucial to promote educational equity and social justice for all students (Ukpokodu, 2008) . In this article I use the term 'critical multicultural literacy instruction' to describe a pedagogy that combines an emphasis on critical literacy (Stevens & Bean, 2007) with the notion of a culturally responsive pedagogy (Ladson-Billings, 1995) . When blended, the two conceptualisations overlap with the construct of critical multicultural education (May, 1999) .
For that reason I use a broader term 'critical multicultural literacy' to describe the topical focus in this action research study. For the purposes of this paper I ask the following research question: What can be learned from enhancing critical multicultural literacy amongst preservice teachers (PSTs)?
PERSPECTIVES ON CRITICAL MULTICULTURAL LITERACY IN THE LITERATURE
The theoretical work of Barton, Hamilton and others (2000) based at the Lancaster Literacy Research Centre in the United Kingdom has been particularly influential in developing theories of literacy as a social practice. In answer to the question "What is literacy?" theorists of literacy as a social practice would say that literacy is what people do with reading, writing, and texts in real-world contexts and why they do it: Barton and Hamilton (2000: 7) note that in the simplest sense "literacy practices are what people do with literacy". They caution, however, that practices involve more than actions with texts; practices connect to, and are shaped by, values, attitudes, feelings and social relationships. Social relationships are crucial, as "literacy practices are more usefully understood as existing in the relationships between people, within groups and communities, rather than as a set of properties residing in individuals" (Barton & Hamilton, 2000: 8) . Current research and perspectives define literacy within a sociocultural context. Literacy is defined not just as the multifaceted act of reading, writing and thinking, but as constructing meaning from printed or digital texts within a sociocultural context Erikson, 1984; Gee 2000; Street 1995) .
Sociocultural perspectives on literacy are related to sociolinguistic conceptualisations of the ways in which language instantiates culture (Gee, 1996; Halliday, 1973) , the ways in which language varies according to contexts (Bakhtin, 1986) , the relationship between language use and power (Bourdieu, 1979) , and the ethnography of communication (Hymes, 1996) . In this paper I draw on these sociocultural perspectives and use them in ways that suit the culture and contexts in which the Stellenbosch pre-service teachers and their prospective learners may find themselves.
Although it is essential that all students acquire basic skills in literacy, I believe this is not sufficient in our diverse and troubled world. Literate citizens in a diverse democratic society should be reflective, moral and active citizens in an interconnected global world. They should have the additional knowledge and critical skills to make the world a more just and safer place to live in. The world's greatest problems stem not only from people being unable to read and write and do mathematics, but rather how these citizens can apply their literacy skills to make the world a more peaceful and better place for all. In addition to mastering basic reading and writing skills, literate citizens in democratic multicultural societies such as the United States, Canada, South Africa and globally should develop critical multicultural literacy (Banks, 2003) .
Multicultural literacy consists of the skills and abilities to identify the creators of knowledge and their interests (Banks, 1996) , and to exploit the assumptions of knowledge to guide action that will create a humane and just world. Paulo Freire (1970) , in Pedagogy of the Oppressed, states that we must teach students to read the word and the world. Reading the word requires basic knowledge and skills. However, reading the world requires students to question the assumptions of institutionalised knowledge and to use knowledge to take action that will make the world a just place in which to live and work. When we teach students how to critique the injustice in the world, we should help them to formulate possibilities for action to change the world to make it more democratic and just. Critique without hope may leave students disillusioned and without agency.
The term 'critical literacy' was developed by social critical theorists concerned with dismantling social justice and inequalities. Freire (1970) proposes a system in which students become more socially aware through a critique of multiple forms of injustice. Edward Behrman (2006) explains that the development of critical literacy promotes social justice and the exploration of language and literature in many forms. Behrman suggests that the specific types of lessons examine power relationships that are found in language and literature, and that these practices show students that language is never neutral. Successful integration of multicultural literature starts with the classroom teacher. The teacher must introduce learners to concepts of justice, fairness, equality and living in harmony with others who might not have similar backgrounds or even ideas. The teacher must believe that multicultural literacy can make a difference. Ladson-Billings (1995) says teachers need to have "an interest and a desire" to teach minority students and make cultural studies a part of their learning environment (p. 131). What makes this particularly relevant to the context where I teach is that the majority of the PSTs are white middle-class students who adhere to the Christian faith. They are, however in the minority in the country and their challenge is to co-exist with the majority of the people who don't have the same cultural background and cultural capital. Since the majority of the students adhered to Christian faiths, so they were encouraged to research and observe a non-Christian religion.
Multicultural literacy education includes making teaching and learning more equitable in the classroom by serving the needs of students from diverse racial and ethnic backgrounds. This can be done by incorporating multicultural literature, and by bridging home and school literacy practices. These goals, at the very least, should lie at the heart of a culturally relevant pedagogy. However, critical multicultural education goes beyond the basic tenets of multicultural education by taking into account the operation of power, privilege and oppression as reflected in and shaped by literacy practices. In addition, critical multicultural literacy educators focus not only on curtailing bias and inequity in the classroom, but also on promoting social justice in society at large (Ladson-Billings, 1995; Stevens & Bean, 2007) . Here, I am reminded by Waghid (2011: 395) that social justice education is not just about teaching the students deliberative argumentation and the recognition of difference and otherness. Students must be taught what it means to act with compassion and imagination, because imaginative action seems to be desirable in promoting civic reconciliation -a practice necessary to building relations of care, justice and trust in universities.
The use of multicultural literature can also extend students' knowledge about parallel cultures by exposing them to the differences and similarities between their own culture and that of other groups (Norton, 1983) . These observations, documented in research, support the notion that incorporating multicultural literature into the curriculum can expand students' awareness and decrease negative stereotyping of individuals from other cultures (Litchner & Johnson, 1973) . Literature can present students with clear contrasts in perspectives and can help them to understand their own cultural heritage and that of others -within and outside the classroom (Rasinski & Padak, 1990) .
Because critical literacy is embodied differently in every classroom, based on the subject matter and the student population, there is no formula for the way that teachers should engage students in developing their mastery of critical literacy; however, there are some practices that appear more commonly in lessons than others. Behrman (2006) maintains that developing a pedagogy that includes critical literacy is an organic process that continually needs to be revisited and refined.
Although there are many ways to prepare teachers to become critical multicultural educators, I felt that my Bachelor of Education classroom, where I had to teach my students multicultural and multi-religion education, provided the ideal space to conduct my action research project. I also heeded Sims-Bishop's (1997) advice to teachers to be aware of potential conflicts that can arise when students of multicultural backgrounds share classrooms; encouraging teachers to be circumspect in order to avoid creating difficult situations.
During the academic year of 2012 I engaged the prospective teachers in a compulsory group work research project as an assignment in the multicultural and multi-religion module in the Bachelor of Education course in the Faculty of Education at the University of Stellenbosch. One hundred and seventy students registered for the module and the class was divided into groups of 6-8 students for the group projects. As already pointed out, this research was informed by theoretical and applied work in the areas of critical literacy and critical multicultural education. My work was also grounded in social-constructivist learning theory. Vygotsky's (1978) social-constructivist learning theory posits that learning stems from social interaction. Knowledge emerges through participating in the practices of the group, from observing the thinking of more experienced others, from joint sharing of cultural artefacts and tools, and from receiving socially mediated support.
NEGOTIATIONS AND ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS
Before I commenced with my project I felt that it would be ethical to discuss my work with the students and negotiate around this with the various participants involved in my research project. As Ely (1999:218) points out: "Qualitative research is an ethical endeavour." I could not possibly claim to be empowering the students if I did not involve them at the start of the research process. Whilst ethics can be viewed as requiring ethical behaviour towards the participants in my project, it also commits us to mutual respect and not to do harm (Whitehead & McNiff, 2006) . To participate in this study, all participants were asked to give their informed consent. Apart from having the option of opting out at any time, the participants were assured of anonymity in my report on this study. Although they all agreed, I nevertheless questioned them as to why they were willing to engage in the research deliberations in class. Their responses were important, as I saw them as being key participants in the project. These are some of the remarks: These comments by the students concerning their involvement in the project convey much more than simply a "yes" answer. Besides giving the researcher a clearer notion of what the students want, they also go a long way towards clearing the conscience of the researcher. It was conveyed to the students that as co-researchers they had to be actively involved in conceptualising and designing the project, as well as in collecting and analysing the data. They had to be prepared to be interviewed by stakeholders such as the teachers, learners and principals, complete questionnaire forms, keep a diary and, if they were comfortable about it, to hand in their diaries to be scrutinised and analysed at the end of the project.
Ethics is concerned with how one treats the individuals with whom one interacts and is involved with (Mathison, Ross & Cornett, 1993) . I was, however, cognisant of the point in Chevalier and Buckles (2013) that norms and ethical conduct and their implications may have to be revisited as the project unfolds.
METHODOLOGY AND DATA COLLECTION
The research methodology used for collecting my data was qualitative and interpretive. Interpretivism aims to move away from obtaining knowledge through experimental manipulation of human subjects towards achieving understanding by means of conversations with subjects. Social reality is viewed as socially constructed on the basis of a constant process of interpretation and reinterpretation of the internal, meaningful behaviour of people (Denzil & Lincoln, 2000: 92) . The data-collection methods used included my field notes, interviews, questionnaires and focus group interviews. In this research project the focus group technique was especially useful. It seems to be one of the most effective qualitative methods for studying ideas in group contexts. In particular, it can explore group interaction, attitudes, cognition and hypothesis formation, and arrive at a synergy of ideas because the whole is greater than the sum of the parts (Zuber-Skerritt, 2012: 68). The informal discussions and unstructured interviews conducted with students focused primarily on asking them to elaborate on their experiences related to reading and interpreting multicultural literacy texts. The students' comments were noted in the researcher's journal for analysis and reflection as part of the action research cycle. The questionnaires were particularly useful to extract feedback on the students' excursions and presentations in the classroom. The student assistant, who was an action research master's student, provided me with valuable feedback regarding the research projects of the Bachelor of Education students. Besides commenting that topics chosen by pre-service teachers were interesting and refreshing, she also contributed significantly to the analysis of the constraints faced by the pre-service teachers, which included the difficulties and hindrances they were exposed to. I had two focus group sessions with four student volunteers. Two discussions were held lasting roughly 30 minutes each. The first focus group meeting was at the mid-point of the module to review progress and learning, and to gather suggestions for improvement. The second discussion was at the end of the module and sought particularly to evaluate and analyse which aspects of the project could be improved.
PROJECT GUIDELINES AND PROCEDURES
Classrooms are currently undergoing enormous change as school populations become increasingly heterogeneous. Consequently, the goals of this project were: a) to expose pre-service teachers to "other" cultures and religions and to enhance their awareness of diversity and inclusivity. (The majority of the students adhered to Christian faiths; so they were encouraged to research and observe a non-Christian religion); and b) to develop critical multicultural and imaginative future teachers with a keen sense of sharing and caring for each other and for others (ubuntu).
For the PSTs the project comprised of an excursion report and class presentation. They also had to utilise the reading material given in the class to substantiate their reports and class presentations. The text below provides an outline and a guide for the expected excursion reports and presentations for the multicultural module. 
brief history of the chosen group -with emphasis on its presence in South Africa 2) A brief outline of the group's beliefs 3) A brief outline of the group's major festivals and celebrations 4)
A personal reflection on your visit To make the aims of the project clear, I had to give the PSTs clear instructions for their excursion reports and the subsequent class and group presentations. As mentioned earlier, the class was divided into groups of 6-8 students for the group projects. It is interesting to note the topics selected by the various PSTs as they really committed themselves to their critical multicultural projects. The students formulated their own topics and the list that follows details some of these topics: 
PRESENTATIONS

Students will work in their assigned groups to prepare a 20-minute oral presentation. Students are to research, prepare and present a 15-to 20-minute tutorial presentation entitled, "Life as a…" The tutorial will be based on an individual who is a follower of one of the non-Christian religions. The purpose of the tutorial presentation is to provide the class with a "through-my-eyes" experience that enhances our appreciation of what it is

FINDINGS
The findings relating to the conditions under which students study, how students engaged with their assigned projects and students' interaction with others in the learning environment are discussed below. The findings of the study also give an overall perspective on the developmental needs of pre-service teachers who are acquiring critical multicultural literacy in the rapidly changing knowledge economy of South Africa. In my own reflection I realised that most of my time and energy spent on preparation and especially post-lecture feedback for students far exceeded the actual instruction time allocated for the module. I often wondered whether this critical multicultural literacy project was too complex for the students. However, their motivation and enthusiasm gave me a sense of achievement.
Observations
When first confronted with the research project, most students appeared rather apprehensive about tackling the task. Students in their assigned groups had to visit, observe and interact with religious centres that they were not familiar with. This was taking them outside of their familiar surroundings, such as their own religious affiliation and language group. After making their initial contact, most of them became more enthusiastic and saw the benefit of moving outside the university environment of the BEd programme.
Perceptions of critical multicultural literacy
The classroom atmosphere was generally relaxed and conducive to interaction between students and the lecturer, as well as between the students themselves. The researcher encouraged the students -as a class, in groups and individually -to share their opinions of their research project experiences, and the techniques and strategies they use when engaging with another cultural and religious context. These discussions revealed the students' perceptions of, and thoughts on, multicultural literacy. In their discussions it became evident that the students were more prepared to take up the challenge to choose a disadvantaged or even dysfunctional school during their annual practice teaching sessions in local schools. They were more prepared to take up the challenge to teach in a classroom with less state-ofthe-art apparatus compared to an upper-middle-class school that had "all the cosmetics" (as one group expressed it). These types of responses were important for me, as they indicated that the PSTs were becoming what Waghid (2011: 395) described as students willing to act with compassion and imagination in building relations of care and justice (ubuntu) towards the other.
Students reported that it was indeed worthwhile to learn about multicultural issues and critical literacy. Multicultural education focuses on teaching tolerance and accepting differences. Critical literacy promoted the examining of various texts, such as the reading material given in the module, through a critical lens, taking into account multiple perspectives and applying them in their projects.
Below are some comments (18 May 2012) that illuminate the data categories on critical multicultural literacies. I believe that these comments strongly suggest that the project did indeed develop and enhance cultural awareness and sensitivity amongst the PSTs. 
DISCUSSION
The themes that emerged from the analysis of the data related to students' individual reactions, perceptions and experiences in relation to their research, projects, site visitations, interaction and engagement with others, as well as to the factors that inhibit or aid the enhancement of critical multicultural literacy. Three themes in particular emerged from the analysis of the data.
First, the pre-service teachers were able to engage with other cultural groups and co-construct knowledge with their peers. I was impressed and intrigued by the diversity and the scope of the research questions that the students formulated. At the end of the final semester students wrote their final papers on their journey of learning about their assigned cultural group project. Most of the students felt that their research projects made them more socially responsive to social justice issues. Some of them never realised how other religions and cultures were being side-lined or merely disregarded. Thus, exposing pre-service teachers critically to multicultural literacies develops and nurtures much needed social consciousness and social justice in future educators. Most students found the process to be helpful and Finally, it was evident that some of the research projects were not without challenges. This was also evident from the comments of my student assistant and from the feedback I received from students in the Bachelor of Education programme. Amongst the comments of the student assistant were the following: -Some of the research projects are too over-ambitious; In their quest to be inclusive some PSTs became too involved in their centre and school visitations and wanted to tackle too many issues; -Time constraints, as some of the projects seemed too extensive.
The need for more time to complete the project that included a visit to a religious centre, a report and a class presentation was also emphasised in the focus group discussions, which prompted the idea that the multicultural project needed to be smaller and more manageable. Another limitation of the project was that the pre-service teachers involved were at different levels of understanding critical multicultural literacy. It was evident in some of their projects that some students had no grasp, or only a very limited understanding, of what multicultural research entails, as they did not see the need to move beyond their comfort zones. This could be because of a lack of confidence to express their opinions or viewpoints, and to explore alternative interpretations, or an inability to critically re-imagine or reflect more deeply. Some PSTs clearly indicated in their discussions that they don't see the need to understand other cultures, as they were already preoccupied with their own. They also felt that it was not their duty to make learners sensitive to inclusivity or to respect other cultures as this should be instilled at home.
What became clear from the deliberations with the PSTs and the student assistant and from my own reflections was that exposing pre-service teachers critically to multicultural literacies develops and nurtures much needed social consciousness and social justice in future educators. According to some of the pre-service teachers, the multicultural module changed not only the way they thought about or perceived the other cultures and practices they encountered, but most importantly their outlook as future teachers. Together the community of pre-service teachers, student assistant and I as teacher-educator found new ways in which to think about schools and schooling, that is, new ways in which to think about the work of teaching and learning, and about teaching in a rapidly changing heterogeneous South Africa. 
IMPLICATIONS FOR PRE-SERVICE TEACHER EDUCATION
For all of us, and here I include the student assistant, this action research project was significant because it provided us with evidence that action research, if done collaboratively and in a participatory way, can empower pre-service teachers by giving them the tools to become effective practitioner social justice researchers. I believe that this type of empowerment drawing on the whole theme of enhancing social justice and sharing and caring for each other gave the PSTs some confidence about their future. Also, the project enhanced the students' multicultural experience and bridged the theory-practice divide in that we integrated the university classroom with the community cultural centres. This was evident in the majority of the PST's responses. For example, the groups responded as follows: Simultaneously, by modelling collaborative action research, we grew professionally ourselves. Given our action research stance (Kemmis & McTaggart, 2005; Whitehead & McNiff, 2006) , conducting this research helped us to focus on the aspects of teaching we would change in future iterations of this required graduate-level course on multicultural and multi-religious education.
With respect to the significance of this research for pre-service education, analysing the final reports indicated to me that pre-service teachers are capable of selecting and carrying out projects beneficial to their future learners. Furthermore, they indicated their enjoyment in choosing an issue that was significant for them as well as the satisfaction they derived from the implementation and analysis of their project; they also indicated that they intend to actively research their own practice and maintain their constant awareness of being agents for social change and uplifting the disadvantaged and oppressed. This was especially satisfying to me, as the majority of my students came from privileged backgrounds. Most of all, the preservice teachers felt empowered as active agents in their own professional development.
CONCLUSION
Finally, although this action research project with an emancipatory agenda to enhance critical multicultural literacy amongst candidate teachers (PSTs) may not be a magical cure for all that ails education, it can become a powerful tool supporting the transformation of our society in a very uncertain 21 st century. My optimism comes from my personal experience and the inquiry I undertook and still try to implement as a teacher-researcher. As a teacher-educator, I am encouraged by the students' responses. I believe this critical multicultural literacy project has made a significant contribution to the empowerment of pre-service teachers in our programme and I hope this sense of efficacy will extend to their future classroom practice and so develop more socially conscious and socially just teacher-researchers.
